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Abstract: This study investigates the context of post-consumer fashion textile waste in the urbanised 
city and brings into dialogue the sub-field of discard studies, circular economy and social theories. This 
is to enable an alternative approach through which the health of urban metabolism for textile waste is 
improved. This research argues the flow of unwanted textiles in the urbanised environment remains to 
be unpredictable despite all the in-placed managerial strategies; and proposes that inefficient 
management of urban textile waste is partly due to lack of attention to the materiality of textiles. This 
research is designed as a case-study on Metropolitan Melbourne. The collected data was through 20 
semi-structured interviews with the allied actors of post-consumer textiles in the urbanised city. This 
study first uncovers the materiality of textile waste and its impact on the spatial and temporal 
displacements of discarded textiles in the urban environment. Research findings indicate that, research 
participants understood the materiality of textile waste through the dichotomy of 12 main characteristics 
that determine the flow of urban textile waste. This is discussed through the lens of social theories of 
Actor-Network and Rubbish theory. The generated knowledge assists to reflect on the concept of 





This paper studies the post-consumer fashion 
textile waste in relation to the urban 
environment through intersecting social 
theories, the interdisciplinary sub-field of 
discard studies and the principles of circular 
economy. This is in search for a theoretical 
approach that enables the effective 
management of textile waste in the urban 
environment and is led by epistemological 
questions around alternative ways of knowing 
textile waste and uncovering its unknowns. In 
so doing, this paper draws on the principles of 
circular economy to envision desirable 
scenarios for the flows of textile waste materials 
in the urban environment, where the reuse and 
recycling practices are enabled. Against that, 
this study maps out the realities of and the 
drivers for the current textile waste material 
flows in the urbanised city. To do so, this 
research is designed as a case study on post-
consumer fashion textile waste in Metropolitan 
Melbourne, Australia, and is guided by the 
question of how can social theories inform a 
wholistic approach to manage textile waste in 
an urbanised environment? 
 
Exploring the factors that determine the flows of 
urban textile waste is particularly important due 
to their growing volumes and associated 
planetary impacts over the past few decades 
(Niinimaki, et al, 2020). As argued in the 
sustainable and circular studies the reuse and 
the recycling of textile products will mitigate 
their environmental impacts to a significant 
level (Sandin, et al, 2019). However, 
considering the fact that globally 73% of textile 
waste is heading to landfill and incinerators 
every year (Ellen McArthur Foundation, 2017) , 
it is evident that unwanted textile materials are 
mismanaged.  The production and consumption 
of textile and fashion products over the past four 
decades has more than doubled (Niinimaki, et 
al, 2020; Ellen McArthur Foundation, 2017).It is 
estimated that, this growth will continue its 
upward trend. For instance, pre-Covid19 
estimations of Pulse of the Fashion Industry 
report anticipated the increase to 102mt from 
62mt for the textile products by 2030 (Kerr and 
Landry, 2017). Considering the 36% reduce in 
cycles of wear that resulted in the average of 
only 7 to 10 wears (Ellen McArthur Foundation, 
2017; Thomas, 2019), the growing worldwide 
population (Wells, 2019), the rising demand for 
fashion and textile products (Kerr and Landry, 
2017) and low volumes of reuse and recycling 
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(Ellen McArthur Foundation, 2017) it is easy to 
imagine that the volumes of immaturely 
discarded fashion items (textiles) will increase. 
While the growing scholarship suggest varying 
strategies and establishments to reduce, reuse 
and recycle the unwanted textile at the post-
consumption phase, landfills and at times urban 
areas are still found decorated with perpetual 
mountain chains of wasted textiles. Meanwhile 
textile production still relies on high percentage 
for virgin feedstock (97%) and offloading tonnes 
of textiles to landfill and incinerators (Ellen 
McArthur Foundation, 2017) remains a relevant 
practice. This is in spite of the key concerns in 
circular studies which is to eliminate strategies 
such as landfill and incineration, close the gap 
between post-consumption and manufacturing, 
reutilise the secondary raw materials and to un-
waste (e.g. Kirchherr et al, 2017; World 
Economic Forum, 2018, etc.). This research 
argues the slow progress in desirably 
recirculate, manage and reuse/recycle the 
textile waste is partly the consequence of not 
knowing textile materials (beyond the technical 
aspects) and how what we already know has 
eclipsed the need to know what we do not know 
about textiles. Despite all the implemented 
frameworks, aspects of the textile waste remain 
unknown, overlooked or untapped and the 
journeys of post-consumer textile materials 
remain to be unpredictable. As argued by 
Alexander and O’Hare (2020) our ignorance 
towards waste can be cultivated or unintended; 
this can be socially, culturally, governmentally, 
amongst more.  
 
The scope of this research is the urban city; a 
place constructed by human and non-human 
actors where the social and the material worlds 
collied.  Today 55% of the global population live 
in the cities and this is expected to grow to 68% 
by 2050 (UN, 2018). This indicates a growing 
scope in which a significant percentage of 
important decisions upon textiles are made.  
 
 
The Theoretical Approach 
Discard Studies, Actor-Network Theory 
and the Rubbish Theory 
This study draws on scholars such as Hawkins 
(2005) and Gille (2007;2012) and their 
perspectives on materiality. Hawkins (2005) 
argues “waste is both a provocation to action 
and itself a result of that action”. Waste, 
however, is only understood when it is given a 
chance to speak for itself (Hawkins, 2005). Gille 
(2012) states “waste constitutes a social 
relationship, and as such should be studied as 
something produced materially and 
conceptually by profoundly social relations”. 
Following this lead, this paper first interrogates 
the materiality of textile waste through the 
material and the social worlds. This knowledge 
then directs the study to trace and understand 
the temporal and the spatial displacement of 
the textile waste in the urban environment.  
 
The materiality and the material agency of 
textile waste in this paper is studied through the 
lens of Actor-Network Theory (ANT). The ANT 
is a social theory that views the world to be built 
by ever-expanding networks (Latour, 1996). 
Unlike the common perceptions of the term 
network, actor-networks are defined based on 
associations (Latour, 2005). Through tracing 
the associations around textile waste, this 
paper unravels their materiality and the agency. 
Another factor that appropriates this theory for 
this study, is its symmetrical approach towards 
human and non-human actors of a hybrid 
network (Callon and Latour, 1992). 
 
Tracing the associations around textile waste 
made it clear that associating discarded post-
consumer textiles as waste by the urban 
stakeholders is a subjective matter. Waste as a 
word is a catch all term (Hird, 2021) and 
therefore, indeterminant (Alexander and 
O’Hare, 2020). Common categorisations of 
waste as pure-impure, holy-secular, polluted-
sacred by leading scholars such as Mary 
Douglas (Alexander and O’Hare, 2020), 
indicates that waste is only social and relational 
as opposed to phenomenal (O’Hare, 2019). 
However, the term waste in relation to post-
consumption textiles can be applied at varying 
levels in between the two contrasting ends of 
these spectrums. This paper draws on the 
Rubbish Theory (Thompson, 2017) to reflect on 
the matter of waste and value.  Thompson 
argues for a dramatic value shift which leads to 
waste making and vice versa (Thompson, 
2017). This is through introducing a third term, 
rubbish, to understand the circulation of things 
between the two associations of commodity 
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Once the materiality of textile waste is 
discussed, this argument is taken to the urban 
environment through the discussion on how the 
materiality of textile waste results in its temporal 
and spatial displacement in the urban context. 
This discussion is carried out while drawing on 
the concept of Urban Metabolism and the 
adaptation of this concept for urban textile 
waste. The concept of urban metabolism is a 
way of conceptualising material flows in the city 
(Schott, 2004). Thomson and Newman (2018) 
note that urban metabolism approach based on 
the analysis of material flow is a powerful 
means of observing the cities, quintessentially 
because we are facing unprecedented 
challenges such as ever-increasing population 
growth, resource scarcity, growing 
consumption patterns, climate change amongst 
more. Like organisms, cities have metabolism; 
that is to maintain their structure, to flourish and 
to respond to their local, regional and 
international environment. Therefore, urban 
metabolism is a path to understand 
sustainability in the cities. However, city 
metabolisms vary from city to city and suburb to 
suburb (Thomson and Newman, 2018). This 
paper proposes that not only metabolism varies 
in different parts of the urban environment, but 
the urban metabolic pathways vary for one 
material to another (e.g. textiles vs paper). As 
Schott (2004) states, cities are made of 
networks of infrastructures (e.g. sewages 
pipes, gap pipes, electricity, etc.) that build a 
second invisible city within the city to flow the 
material/waste. Driven by this concept, this 
paper uncovers the actor-networks that flow the 
post-consumer textile waste in the urban 
environment. These actor-networks of 
associations build the urban metabolism for 
wasted/discarded textiles. Meaning, the 
invisible second city (Schott, 2004) within the 
urban environment is built by infrastructures 
and artifacts as well as associations that define 
the fate of discarded textile.  
 
Methodology 
This paper is designed as a case study on post-
consumer fashion textile waste in metropolitan 
Melbourne (metro-Melbourne) in Australia. The 
city of metro-Melbourne due to its reputable 
fashion, liveability (Chalkley-Rhoden, 2017), 
growing population (ABS, 2020) and 
sustainability tendencies (home to 
Sustainability Victoria, etc.) was chosen for this 
case study. The proposed theoretical 
framework was examined against the data 
collected through 20 semi-structured interviews 
with the allied actors of pre-/post-consumer 
textiles and end-of-use, working in varying 
managerial roles. This allowed for in-depth 
discussions about textile as a material within 
the urban context. The number of 18 research 
participants were working on the metro-
Melbourne and Australian scale. To enrich the 
research insight, 2 interviews were carried out 
with interviewees working on European scale. 
The interview questions followed themes such 
as value, material flow, policies and 
collaborative approaches in relation to textile 
waste. All the interviewees were de-identified 
and coded. The following figure (see Figure 1) 









Understanding the Textile Waste 
Metabolism in Metropolitan 
Melbourne through Social Theories 
The Australian fashion and textile sectors in 
recent history have seen several remarkable 
changes. From being the dominant industry in 
the years after the second World War, this 
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sector mostly became offshore and contract-
based by 2000s (Webber and Weller, 2001; 
Nosser et al. 2015). From 2011 
onwards, several giant international retailers 
such as Zara, H&M and Uniqlo, have entered 
the Australian market and started competing 
with local brands (Do, 2019). While the 
Australian domestic production has had a sharp 
decrease, the consumption of textile materials 
has grown notably; to the point that today 
Australia stands as the world’s second highest 
consumer of new textile products (Textilebeat, 
2019). Meanwhile, the number of wear-per-
garment has decreased, in many cases 
shortened to only one wear (YouGov, 2017).  
 
In the Australian landscape, textile is not 
included in the state and/or federal government 
waste management plans (Ross, 2019), 
therefore, textile waste is untracked, and the 
available data are conservative figures; 
illustrating just an approximation of Australian 
textiles waste problem (Ross, 2019). Australian 
post-consumer textile wastes are collected 
through three main streams, namely recyclers, 
charities and municipal solid waste bins 
(Moazzem et al, 2021). While recyclers and 
charities treat discarded textiles as a resource, 
the textiles disposed in municipal bins are 
considered as garbage and a contaminant to 
other recyclable materials, therefore, landfilled 
(Moazzem et al, 2021). The following figure 
(Figure 2) provides some statistics on 
Australian textile waste: 
 
Figure 2 an overview of Australian textile waste 
The available knowledge on Australian post-
consumer/unwanted/wasted textiles is mainly 
estimated on the national scale and a detailed 
study, specifically on metro-Melbourne’s 
landscape is missing. Metro-Melbourne is the 
second largest city of Australia and the capital 
of the state of Victoria (Melbourne, 2021a). The 
population of metro-Melbourne is 4.9 million 
people and is culturally very diverse 
(Liveinmelbourne, 2021). Metro-Melbourne has 
the overall number of 31 local governments that 
provide multiple services to their suburbs and 
enforce federal, state and local laws  
(Liveinmelbourne, 2021). While metro-
Melbourne is the city of 4 seasons, it is well-
known for its unpredictable and changeable 
weather (Melbourne, 2021b).   
 
Over the past 4 years, a chain of events left a 
significant mark on metro-Melbourne’s post-
consumer textiles landscape. A brief of these 
events through the words of the interviewees is 
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Figure 3 Recent Influential Events in 
Metropolitan Melbourne and Australia 
The interviews were carried out after, during 
and in anticipation of events above. In light of 
these events, the interviewees had a unique 
opportunity to reflect on textile waste in metro-
Melbourne and its metabolic pathways for 
unwanted textiles. While the two main actors 
are charities and the private sector, 
interviewees asserted decision making 
regarding waste follows this structure (Figure 
4):  
 
Figure 4 Decision Making Structure in Australia 
regarding Waste 
 
Disconnection between allied end-of-use 
actors, consumerism, ample of land and landfill 
were mentioned as some of the challenges in 
managing textile waste in metro-Melbourne. 
While fast fashion is commonly blamed in the 
literature for excessive volumes of wasted 
textiles, interviewees of metro-Melbourne 
provided discount retail stores such as Kmart, 
Target and BigW are their main challenge. 
Interviewees reflected on textiles through the 
dichotomy of 12 main- at time contrasting- 
characteristics. These associations highlighted 
textile’s social, physical and social/physical 
aspects; each explaining the actor-networks 
that unwanted textiles are associated with (e.g. 
networks building charities, municipal bins, 
second-hand shops, etc.). Following table 









Recycling Enterprise not-for 
profit Charity (2019) 
National Second-hand Retail 




Textiles can capture bodily presence, 
scents/odours and time through tear, 
faded colour, etc1. Should this 
presence belong to a loved one, it 
leads to emotional attachments2. 
Should it belong to unknown others it 
brings a sense of repel3. In an urban 
context, this feature may lead to some 
complexities. While for an individual 
the emotional attachments associate 
and enrol that piece of textile with 
“value”, “Donation”, “Charity”; for the 
recipient charities same piece is 
considered as “old”, “undesirable” and 
even “rubbish” resulting in high costs of 







Australian Global Recycling 
Private Company (2019) 
National Second-hand Retail 
Charity 1,2, 3 a&b and 4 
(2019) 
Recycling Enterprise not-for 
profit Charity (2019) 




The textile material through social 
orders can translate in different 
meanings/identities/impressions or 
transform one’s feelings. This 
characteristic guides the work of the 
interviewees such as charities and 
recyclers. For instance, Charities prefer 
to recirculate the donations within the 
same suburb as the aesthetics/style is 
more likely to be appreciated. Private 
recyclers explain unmatching 
outfit/shoes/etc. are utilised in areas 
where matching outfit might subject the 
wearer to the matter of theft as it 
translates into wealth, yet, it can 
provide a sense of confident to the new 
wearer. Luxury brands may prefer to 
incinerate their unsold stock as 
discounting or donating them may 




Inner western Council (2019) 
 
 
Vulnerability of the textile material to 
the weather, damp and contamination 
is its Achilles heel that prevents it to 
mingle with other materials in waste 
collection streams of the city.  This has 
led to some operational complications 
for most charities, resulting to the 
change of collection methods form 
collection hubs to limited in-store drop 
  
1.(Binotto and Payne, 2017) 
2.(Fletcher, 2011) 
3.(Binotto and Payne, 2017) 
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National Second-hand Retail 
Charity 1,2 and 3 a&b (2019) 
Australian Global Recycling 
Private Company (2019) 
 
offs or pick-ups. Recyclers however 
are reducing the potential damage by 






National Second-hand Retail 
Charity 3a (2019) 
Inner City Council (2018) 




Although textile waste is not officially 
part of City Councils (municipality) 
obligations, most interviewees 
suggested city councils due to their 
close relationship with households can 
help improve the quality and quantity of 
unwanted textile collection. However, 
textile waste is not associated with any 
urgency by the councils because, 
textiles do not make an unpleasant 
scene or obnoxious odour and can be 
piled up in a corner, remain 
unnoticeable and harm the 





National Textile Industry body 
(2020)  
Inner City Council (2018) 
 
 
Textiles are complicated materials, 
both technically and structurally and 
also in terms of ownership; therefore 






Inner City Council (2018) 
National Second-hand Retail 






Textiles are also associated with their 
light weight. Therefore, they receive 
less priority by actors such as city 
councils as they address the heavy 
waste. This characteristic, however, is 
preferred by the charities because it 









Textiles can offer a unique level of 
flexibility and forgiveness as a material. 
For instance, they can be reworked on, 
be fixed, and shift from wasted to useful 
through the simple act of cut and sew; 
Interviewees: 





therefore, textiles can be recirculated 
















While textile is associated as harmless 
by some of the interviewees, some 
other emphasis that textiles can pose a 
level of hazard both to the environment 
that they are dumped in and to their 
wearers. This is because some textile 
materials are highly combustible, and 






National Textile Industry body 
(2020) 
Australian Global Recycling 
Private Company (2019) 
National Second-hand Retail 






Textiles are increasingly associated as 
resources and a valuable commodity 
with untapped potentials. Interviewees 
emphasised associating textiles as a 
resource will uncover multiple 
functionalities and markets for them 
that will go beyond the textile sector. 

















While textiles are deemed as valuable 
commodity by some of the 
interviewees, some highlight their low 
monitory values, associating them as 
cheap. This association has meant less 
incentives for the government and the 
textile and fashion sector to plan better 
recovery networks. Also, it has led to 
enrol the unwanted textiles to the 
council bins that is eventually offloaded 
to landfills.  
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Unwanted textiles are also associated 
as undervalued materials because the 
many networks of resources that are 
connected for textiles to be made are 
invisible to the majority of people. This 
has led to a significant negligent in 





National Textile Industry 
body (2020) 
E-waste Company (2019) 
Recycling Enterprise not-for 
profit Charity (2019) 
 
 
Because textiles are considered to be 
cheap and complicated, properly 
managing textile waste is regarded as 
an expensive operation in some cases. 
To those actors whose work is tied with 
managing textile waste, the reducing 
quality and high volumes of unwanted 
textiles has also meant high expenses 
for insignificant profit. 
Table 1 Associations around Discarded Textiles 
in Metropolitan Melbourne 
 
By discussing the materiality of textiles through 
the lens of ANT, the flow and the spatiality of 
material in metro-Melbourne is better 
explained.  This uncovered how these 
associations lead to building and connecting 
networks that make the urban metabolism. For 
instance, when textile is associated as a cheap 
material- through social understanding- it is 
enrolled to networks of human and non-human 
actors such as municipal bins, city councils and 
eventually landfill. While waste is indeterminant 
(Alexander and O’Hare, 2020), reflecting on 
waste through value may shed light on its 
ambiguity. The waste-value relationship, 
however, can be blurred. Alexander and 
Sanchez (2019) state, waste can be the 
opposite of value, the loss of value or its 
synonymous. In Rubbish theory, Thompson 
argues for a dramatic value shift that explains 
the three terms: waste, rubbish and commodity. 
The value change shifts the objects in between 
the three categories of Durable, Transient and 
Rubbish materials. Durables are the kind of 
materials that their value increases over time. 
Transients are the materials that their value 
decreases with time and rubbish has no value 
regardless of time (Thompson, 2017). Waste in 
Rubbish theory, therefore, is unwasted or 
created through the matter of time. Value 
therefore is understood not only through the 
movement of materials but also through time. 
Returning to the examples provided in Table 1, 
the “translational and transformative” 
characteristics of an unsold but brand-new 
luxury textile product, and the brand’s tendency 
to incinerate rather than discount, mirrors the 
role of time in value shift, from luxurious product 
to rubbish.   
 
Within the urban context, this paper adduces 
that a healthy urban metabolism for post-
consumer textile waste allows for pathways that 
prevent accumulation or misuse of discarded 
textiles in the urbanised environment and 
enables their temporal and spatial recirculation. 
This relies not only on a well-established 
network of infrastructures such as varying 
streams of collection followed by 
sorting/reuse/recycling technologies, but also 
requires social preparations and the shift from 
consumers to prosumers. As stated by circular 
scholars, the term “prosumer” suggests 
individuals are the makers of the resources as 
well as users/consumers (Savini, 2019). In 
other words, prosupmtion is the temporal and 
spatial overlap of the two processes of 
production and consumption (Ritzer, Dean, & 
Jurgenson, 2012) through individuals. This 
concept makes room to implement circularity 
beyond technological or business concepts, but 
as a socio-cultural shift (Savini, 2019); 
therefore, useful in an urban context. Returning 
to Table 1, the social understanding of textile 
material is uncoherent in metro-Melbourne, 
occasionally registering textile waste to 
undesirable actor-networks. However, 





Incorporating social theories in studying textile 
waste, uncovered an alternative perspective to 
revisit this material. Indeterminacy of textile 
waste is not fully comprehended or 
acknowledged in the present approaches to 
textile waste, nor is the extend of the social 
actor’s roles. However, this altering perspective 
can assist enabling a step towards a healthier 
urban metabolism for textile waste. The deeper 
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understanding of the textiles through material 
and social worlds will help to define roles such 
as prosumers, or policies (e.g. EPR) that find 
utility for the wasted materials. To close the gap 
between post-consumption and raw material in 
the product lifecycle or circular economy, the 
unique characteristics of the materials such as 
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